CHAPTER XIII

THE EARLY  PERSIAN  PICTURE

IRAN'S early story holds miasmal place in the history of
the world*

The plateau at the spur of her foothills is held to be
the oldest known site of civilization. In legend, the
Persian empire began three thousand years after the
creation of the world. Poets were her historians, who
embellished her romance and shrouded fact with an
aura of heroic fiction. Thus we know her but vaguely;
not the fault of scholarship, but because the tale is as
remote as the country.

Firdausi's great epic, the Shah-a-Nama, the Book of
Kings, is clad in picturesque garb; but for more accurate
knowledge we must turn to Herodotus, who wrote that
originally Iran was small and rugged. Plato dubbed her
a nation of herdsmen, who roamed over a rude country
which fostered a hardy race able to support intense cold
and to endure the turmoil of war. From scant records
the early picture has been pieced together. The hills
of Persia sent virile stock westwards to subjugate the
ancient civilizations of Elam, Akkad, and Sumer, taking
with them not only their gods and kings, but their laws
and customs. Susian sculpture and pottery of the fourth
and third millennia displayed vivid imagination and
skill. A recent archaeological expedition, working on
the steppes near the Caspian Sea, found that about three
thousand years before Christ, although the people sacrificed
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